
 

Mike Gibbs' 70th Birthday Concert 
* * * * 
CBSO Centre 
review by Peter Bacon 
 
There comes a tipping point in any memorable concert - it's that point when the 
pixie dust showers down from the magic wand. Immediately, what might have 

been perfectly acceptable and satisfying before becomes over-shadowed by a new 
brilliance, a new energy, and the performance attains, in computer-game speak, 
the next level. 

It happened on Saturday evening, just after the interval, and there are no 
surprises who lifted the game. 

The talk in the bar had been "isn't it great, but it would be nice to hear a bit more 
of Frisell". Guitarist Bill Frisell, the biggest name on the stage, had been fulfilling 
the rhythm section role assigned him by bandleader Mike Gibbs, but here was his 
showcase moment. 

The word unique is not one to use profligately, but it's bang on for Bill - he wove 
a solo that not only incorporated a complete history of American guitar styles but 
gave us a history of its music too, from blues to bluegrass, country to rock, and 
into contemporary jazz. He wrapped it all up in a brief reading of Hank Williams' 
I'm So Lonesome I Could Cry. I was so delighted I could have wept with joy. The 
solos that followed, from Gerard Presencer, Julian Siegel and Hans Koller, were 
inspired by an added intensity and emotional depth as a result. This was a new 
Gibbs piece, As A Matter Of Fact, and a clear message that someone needs to get 

him back in the recording studio pretty soon. 

Of course, this is not to suggest it had been average in any way before the 
interval. Gibbs' music, and his arrangements of other composers, shows a deep 
jazz knowledge and love, given a wider landscape by his classical and film 
influences. His film noir treatment of Monk's Round Midnight was a classic case in 
point. 

 

 

 
Chris Parker Vortex Website 
 
As composer/arranger Frank Griffith pointed out in his programme notes, Mike 
Gibbs has been blithely ignoring what others regard as musical boundaries all his 
life. Consequently, his music uncontrivedly incorporates (rather than, as seems to 
be the new millennium's way, archly borrowing from) everything from funk, rock, 

soul, township music, Messiaen and Gil Evans to Ellington and Miles Davis. The 
extraordinary thing about his compositions and arrangements, though, is their 
utter individuality: as the irresistibly uplifting climax to this 70th birthday concert 
(at the Cadogan Hall, Chelsea) – a shrieking, crunching but joyous repeated 



orchestral chord – proved, a single moment of Gibbs's music is instantly 
identifiable as his. Perhaps the quickest route to an appreciation of Gibbs for 
those unfamiliar with his musical world is via his late-1980s (Virgin Venture, 
rereleased on ACT) album Big Musica delicious confection of jazzy, funky, life-

affirming music involving two of this concert's crucial presences, guitarist Bill 
Frisell and alto player Chris Hunter, but even without playing anything from that 
album, the sixteen-piece band on this, the penultimate gig of a five-date UK tour, 
managed to distil the quintessential Gibbs: extraordinary power subtly wielded. 
Apparently meandering, wispy themes coalesce almost imperceptibly into fierce, 
shouting climaxes; complex rhythms are juxtaposed with such skill that they 
sound almost organically melded; utterly distinctive harmonies emerge with 

complete naturalness. Perhaps the best description of Gibbs's unique talent, 
however, is the late, lamented Richard Cook's characteristically pithy summing 
up: '[Gibbs makes] complex and daring ideas seem natural and inevitable. He 
[can] move from sun-kissed delight to moonstruck melancholy in a moment.' 
Exhilarating, rich, complex but immediately accessible music exuberantly but 
impeccably played: few concerts offer such unalloyed delights. 
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Gibbs serves up brass with class 

Oct 4 2007 by David Whetstone, The Journal  

Mike Gibbs 70th Birthday Concert at The Sage Gateshead 

WHY was Hall One at the Sage half empty last night? 

That was the question causing me mild irritation as I left singing the praises of 
Mike Gibbs and his band. Thankfully, the few of us who did make it were invited 

to move towards the front to create something approaching an intimate 
atmosphere. 

Composer and band leader Gibbs modestly played down his ability as a 
trombonist but, as he also pointed out, his band is his instrument. 

His ear for combinations of sound, and particularly for horn voicings consistently 

made it clear that Gibbs is reaping the awards of a career spent devoted to 
composition – years spent crafting the whole as opposed to concentrating on the 
part. 

Not only were the arrangements alive to the powers of a big band in a way I have 
rarely heard, but the selection of players was just right. 

Nothing illustrates the power of the group so well as the role played by on of its 
members – guitarist Bill Frisell. Having seen Frisell in concert before and left 
slightly cold, I was amazed by the new significance his understated solos took on 
within Gibbs’ band. 

Whether he was sharpening up the sax lines by playing in unison or offering us a 

taste of his harmonic inventiveness, he took a strangely pivotal role in a line-up I 
expected to drown him. 

http://www.journallive.co.uk/culture-newcastle/music-in-newcastle/2007/10/04/


To borrow some wisdom from folk singer Martha Wainwright, great compositions 
make you feel you have written them yourself – they have something almost 
inevitable about them. 

Gibbs is a master of this and it is a great shame more could not have heard the 
quite unique sound created by his band. 

With four trumpets four trombones, a french horn and three saxes, Gibbs favours 
a brass-heavy sound extremely hard to do justice to in words. 

Adam Nessbaum on drums, Hans Koller on piano and the long-serving Steve 

Swallow on bass provided much more than solid foundations – with Koller 
showing signs of a bright future. 

Of the soloists, Gerard Presencer on trumpet shone, but it was a night where the 
collective sound was not to be outdone by any individual. 

Paul Loraine 

 
John Fordham 

Mike Gibbs 
Cadogan Hall **** (FOUR) 10/10/2007 
The late Gil Evans took Duke Ellington's compositional legacy on, and created 
tapestries behind Miles Davis's trumpet that are landmarks of 20th century music. 
Today, Maria Schneider in the States and Mike Gibbs in Europe are Evans' most 
gifted inheritors. Gibbs has toured the UK, with a big band of British virtuosi 
augmented by three high-profile Americans - the unique country-tinged guitarist 
Bill Frisell, graceful Carla Bley bass guitarist Steve Swallow, and the formidable 
drummer Adam Nussbaum, whose balance of crunching rock patterns and 

dancing swing was the band's thundering engine. 
 
Gibbs' rare gigs mix inspired jazz covers and and jazz, country-flavoured and 
classical-influenced originals that stretch from the early '60s to the present day. 
He can be dazzlingly intricate or deceptively simple - the opening  You Get The 
Picture is just ascents and descents of pairs of chords, but with the impact all in 

the harmony twists and slow-build percussion intensity. Alto saxist Chris Hunter 
hurtled through a fast-bop account of the standard So In Love (over Gibbs' 
breathlessly zigzagging horn counterpoint), and Thelonious Monk's Round 
Midnight was a Miles Davis-Gil Evans version made langourous and animated by 
turns in the rich-hued rearrangement, smokily reflected on by trumpeter Henry 
Lowther, ruggedly swung by saxist   Stan Sulzmann. Hunter, flugelhornist Gerard 
Presencer and trumpeter Claus Stotter flew through an Eric Dolphy hyper-

swinger, and pianist Hans Koller (who was understatedly eloquent all evening) 
delivered a captivating solo of trickly treble lines and offbeat chords on the slow 
groover Tennis Anyone? 
 
Bill Frisell played an astonishing unaccompanied  improvisation of lyrical 
repeating motifs and birdlike high-register calls at the start of the second half 
(Frisell's eschewing of bop licks was an effective contrast in a band packed with 
full-on beboppers), and the finale turned breathtakingly from a racing Charlie 
Parker theme to Gibbs' spinetingling, Charles Ives-like Fanfare. The standing 
ovation that followed was just about inevitable. 
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Mike Gibbs and his big band of individuals 12/10/2007 

Ivan Hewett reviews the Mike Gibbs Orchestra at St George's 

Bristol 

Creating an effective jazz big-band sound is a delicate business. You have to knit 
a disparate bundle of sounds into a convincing whole, but you can't treat the 

group simply as colours on a palette. Each player is a musical personality, itching 
for their next solo spot, quite possibly a group leader and composer in their own 
right. 

Gibbs gets this balance between discipline and happy spontaneity exactly right. 
He's been leading bands for decades now (this concert was a stop on his 70th 
birthday tour) and like all the best band leaders he never visibly exerts authority. 

He comes on stage with a benign, stooping air, announces each number with 
schoolmasterly exactness, and is careful to give everyone a moment under the 
spotlight. 

There's lots of self-deprecating banter. "That's my latest number," he said about 
his piece entitled As a Matter of Fact. "I've been saying that for months – I expect 

I'll still be saying it in a couple of years." 

Often he doesn't seem to do much, peering myopically down at his conductor's 
score while the clangorous, brassy sounds from the 16 players whirls round his 
head. 

But the sound itself shows a master's hand. Gibbs learned the crafts of 
composing and arranging at the feet of American greats like Copland and Gunther 
Schuller, though he adds a lot of harmonic seasoning from Olivier Messiaen. 

He's good at conjuring unusual colours from a handful of players (at one point we 
heard the delicious sound of four trombones and bass clarinet supporting guitarist 
Bill Frisell) but more impressive is his way of scoring the big moments when 
everybody plays. With many arrangers, these just sound loud in a generic "big 
band" way; with Gibbs, each one sounds subtly different as well as glorious. 

As well as savouring the way Gibbs's skill brought a special flavour to a standard 
like Round Midnight, we could also relish the mouth-watering line-up of players 
he'd pulled together. 

Even among this stellar company, one or two players stood out. Every time Julian 
Siegel came to the front with his bass clarinet or soprano sax there was a 
momentary hurricane of energy. The trumpeter Claus Stötter made his 
stratospheric high notes beautiful rather than shrieking. 

But most impressive of all was young pianist Hans Koller, whose musing solo set 
the seal on Mike Gibbs's fine piece You Get the Picture. 



 

Mike Gibbs Live Review (St.George's, Brandon Hill, Bristol 

04/10/2007) 4 stars **** 

By Ian Mann 

This was one of the dates on a short British tour celebrating the 70th birthday of 
the distinguished composer, arranger and bandleader Mike Gibbs. 

Co-ordinated by Basho Music with the support of the Arts Council of England the 
tour featured Gibbs leading and conducting a sixteen-piece band comprised of top 

American, British and European musicians, many of them long term associates 
This is the kind of international group that Gibbs prefers to work with and one 
which reflects his diverse range of influences. 

Gibbs was born in Zimbabwe (or Rhodesia as it then was) where he studied piano 
and later took up trombone. In 1959 he moved to the US to study at the famous 
Berklee music college in Boston. Here he established a fruitful partnership with 
vibraphonist Gary Burton who later began to use Gibbs' compositions on his 
records. 

In 1965 moved to London and initially played trombone in Graham Collier's 
band.   
However by now Gibbs had realised that he was never going to be a top-flight 
trombone soloist  (although he was a more than capable section player) and 
decided to concentrate on composition and arrangement. 

A BBC commission in 1968 resulted in him leading his own bands and working 
with the cream of the British jazz scene, many of whom still collaborate with him 
to this day. Several acclaimed albums followed such as "Michael Gibbs" (1970), 
"Tanglewood '63 (1971), Just Ahead (1972) and "The Only Chrome Waterfall 

Orchestra" (1975). All these albums featured large ensembles and contained rock 
elements, particularly in the use of rhythm. In this post Gilles Petersen world all 
are ripe for rediscovery. I've got "Chrome Waterfall" on vinyl and it still sounds 
good. 

Gibbs also continued to work with Burton and the pair produced "In The Public 
Interest" and "Seven Songs For Quartet And Chamber Orchestra" (both 1974). 

I've also got "Public Interest" on vinyl and that still stands up well. "Seven Songs" 
was a "special project" recording for ECM and I wasn't particularly impressed at 
the time, but I've not heard it for years. Burton also used Gibbs' tunes on his 
other 60's and 70's albums. 

Gibbs later returned to Berklee to take up a post as composer in residence. He 
continued to undertake tours of Britain and Europe, normally with an 
Anglo/European/American big band. I first saw him live with such a configuration 
in 1983. It was my first exposure to a large jazz ensemble and this memorable 
gig (at St.Donats Arts Centre) made a big impression on me.  



Gibbs next album as a leader didn't emerge until 1988. "Big Music" included 
many of the pieces he had showcased on his British tours. 

Gibbs was back in the UK in 1991 and I saw him leading an Anglo/American band 
with guitarist John Schofield as the featured soloist. This was also highly 
impressive. Gibbs seems to have a penchant for collaborating with guitarists 
having also worked with Pat Metheny, Bill Frisell and Philip Catherine among 
others. 

Since then Gibbs has produced three more albums as leader. "By The Way" 
(1993) featured the now familiar mix of UK/US personnel. "Europeana Jazzphony 
No.1" (1995) was a special project for ACT featuring jazz, folk and symphonic 
elements. 

"Nonsequence" (2001) is his latest offering as a leader and is the most readily 
available of his albums. A number of pieces from the current tour can be found 
here. The recording was split between New York where many of that city's finest 
were to be heard, and Hamburg where Gibbs worked with the NDR big band. The 

results match up to the high standards we have come to expect from Gibbs and 
the album is well worth hearing. 

In addition to his work as a leader Gibbs has composed several film soundtracks 
and has acted as an arranger for some of the biggest names in jazz, rock and pop 
including Joni Mitchell and Peter Gabriel along with many others. 

It all adds up to a highly productive musical career but it was Gibbs the leader we 
were here to celebrate tonight. 

St. Georges' is a deconsecrated church lovingly converted to an arts centre and 
the excellent acoustics were well suited to Gibbs' all star ensemble. Gibbs has 
played trombone in the past as well as conducting the band but tonight his role 

was purely that of leader and conductor. It has been mentioned previously that 
the band is his real instrument and his composing and arranging skills were much 
in evidence. Gibbs also proved to be a wry and self-deprecating announcer of 
tunes, his modest but gently humorous demeanour surely the result of all those 
years he spent in England. He now resides in Malaga, lucky chap. 

The material comprised of Gibbs originals spanning his entire career and his 

arrangements of a clutch of outside compositions that had helped to inspire his 
own writing. 

The solo piano of Hans Koller opened "You Get The Picture", originally written for 
the film "Gregory's Two Girls" and subsequently released on the "Nonsequence" 
album. When the band kicked in it was clear just what a big, awesome sound this 

ensemble was capable of generating. As a trombonist himself Gibbs has a 
particular affinity for brass instruments and the band employed a four-piece 
trumpet section, three trombones plus bass trombone and French horn. Fittingly 
trombonist Pete Beachill took the first solo of the night followed by guitarist Bill 
Frisell and Koller at the piano. 

The standard "So In Love" featured the pure toned alto of Chris Hunter. The 

saxophonist is British born but is a long term resident of the US where he enjoys 
a considerable reputation. Koller again featured strongly and a delightful coda 
saw Hunter in dialogue with the masterful bassist Steve Swallow.  



Thelonious Monk's "Round Midnight" was arranged by Gibbs as a feature for 
Henry Lowther's muted trumpet. Stan Sulzmann also featured strongly, his tenor 
dovetailing with Lowther. The sombre arrangement also saw Julian Siegel on bass 
clarinet. 

Siegel was also heard to good effect on an urgent, bustling version of Eric 
Dolphy's "G.W." The powerful drumming of Adam Nussbaum kicked off 
proceedings and Siegel featured with a dazzling bass clarinet solo. Hunter's alto 
kept up the intensity with some incredible high register blowing and after a series 
of staccato horn passages the trumpets took on the solo duties. Young Richard 
Turner (depping tonight for Gerard Presencer) acquitted himself well before 

Gibbs' NDR colleague Klaus Stotter took over with some more bravura work in his 
instrument's upper registers. This was stirring stuff and Gibbs went on to explain 
that the bass clarinet and alto solos were meant as a tribute to Dolphy himself 
with the trumpet features honouring Freddie Hubbard who had played on the 
original recording. 

"Tennis, Anyone?" featured a dialogue between Hunter and Frisell followed by the 

burnished tones of Lowther's trumpet, this time playing with an open horn. Koller 
and Swallow were both featured as the horns dropped out to leave them 
temporarily in piano trio mode. 

"Sweet Rain" closed the first set. Written by Gibbs as long ago as 1963 this 
beautiful piece has remained a cornerstone of his live sets for many years and 
appeared on his eponymous first album in 1970. Siegel and Koller were featured 
in a clarinet/piano introduction and there were contrasting solos from Hunter's 
soaring alto and Sulzmann's velvety tenor. 

It had been an enjoyable and interesting first half but the second set was to be 
even better. The standard was laid down on the opening number "Being Human" 
from the 1993 film soundtrack. This included a remarkable passage of solo guitar 

from Frisell. He has always been an idiosyncratic guitarist and has developed a 
highly personalised sound over the years. Here his solo integrated spacey effects, 
the elements of country music and Americana that are a hallmark of his playing 
and even a trace of Indian music. As he thoughtfully and unhurriedly built up the 
layers of his solo you could hear a pin drop as the audience sat transfixed. 

Unfortunately Frisell is something of a reluctant guitar hero and remained seated 

throughout. Hidden as he was behind his music stand, it meant that from the 
back of the hall I couldn't really see exactly what he was doing in the way I would 
have liked.  Bill, you're much too modest, stand up when you solo so we can 
really appreciate your skills. It still sounded marvellous though. 

The highly rhythmic "As A Matter Of Fact" was an acknowledgement of Gibbs' 
African Roots commencing with Nussbaum's hand drums and percussion 

combining with John Barclay's trumpet. The rhythmic pulse continued as the 
brass was added in layers culminating in another exciting solo from Hunter. 
Siegel, this time on tenor and Koller on stabbing, percussive piano were also 
featured soloists. Exhilarating stuff. 

Steve Swallow took the solo honours on his own composition "Falling Grace" as 
arranged by Gibbs. Even before Jaco Pastorious Swallow had established the 

electric bass as an expressive solo instrument. He was at his best here, nimble 
and inventive and with his distinctive singing tone. There was a time when 
Swallow was the only guy playing five string electric bass. Nowadays everybody 
seems to have one. 



"Be That As It May" featured another remarkable solo, this time from Claus 
Stotter on flugel horn. Eliciting a gloriously pure tone from the instrument and 
pushing it to the top of it's range he delivered a brilliant solo over the rising and 
falling cadences of his fellow horn men. There was also a superb duet with 

drummer Nussbaum. Considering that Stotter was feeling unwell this was a 
wonderful piece of musicianship. 

The joyous "Knees Up" presented a chance for Frisell to demonstrate his rock 
influences and for Sulzmann to deliver one of his more rugged tenor solos.  

An encore was something of a given and gave trombonist Andy Wood and French 
horn virtuoso Jim Rattigan the chance to feature as soloists. "Fanfare" saw them 
at the front of the stage trading licks with the trumpet of Henry Lowther. 

American drummer Nussbaum who had been the proverbial powerhouse all 
evening then embarked on a lengthy and dynamic solo utilising his whole kit. 
Eventually the whole band joined in for what seemed like a whole series of 
climaxes finally topped by Frisell's squalling guitar and a wolf like howl from 

Nussbaum. 

That was definitely that and an appreciative audience took to their feet for a 
spontaneous and heartfelt standing ovation. It was an appropriate birthday 
tribute even if Gibbs looked slightly bewildered by it all. 

It had been a great evening of music with some dynamic solos not only from the 
big names in the band but also from virtually everybody in the ensemble. Only 
trombone section leader Jeremy Price and bass trombonist Sarah Williams were 
denied a spell in the limelight. However both had filled a vital role with Williams' 
huge, rasping sound at the heart of many of the ensemble passages. 

Gibbs' composing and arranging skills were also a huge factor. His unique choice 

of instrumentation allows his hand picked soloists plenty of room to stretch out. 
The arrangements avoid the obvious statements with distinctive horn voicings 
and an astute command of dynamics. All this together with the rhythmic impetus 
supplied by Nussbaum ensured that the music was always moving on and always 
interesting. 

The band's Birmingham concert is due to be broadcast on Radio 3's "Jazz On 

Three" programme at 11.30 p.m. on Friday 19th October so check Mike Gibbs out 
for yourself. 

Mike Gibbs CD "Nonsequence" is available from www.jazzcds.co.uk 

See also www.bashomusic.co.uk 

Express & Star, Birmingham 
Genius of Gibbs is joy to behold 
By John Watson 
 
Millions of people have heard the music of Mike Gibbs – but they might know little 
or nothing of the man behind the sound. 
 
The Zimbabwe-born composer has written arrangements for a host of stars 
including singer Joni Mitchell, as well as composing film soundtracks. 
 

http://www.jazzcds.co.uk/
http://www.bashomusic.co.uk/


But Gibbs has written his finest music for his own big band, and has been on a 
special tour to celebrate his 70th birthday. The tour concluded on Saturday with a 
sell-out gig at the CBSO Centre in Birmingham, recorded for Radio 3. Gibbs’ 
international big band featured a host of star soloists, including US jazz legends 

Bill Frisell on guitar, Steve Swallow on bass and Adam Nussbaum on drums. 
 
These three were featured in a stupendous version of Swallow’s tune Falling 
Grace, and there was excellent solos from alto saxophonist Chris Hunter, and 
trumpeters Henry Lowther, Gerard Presencer and Claus Stotter. The concert 
concluded with Gibbs’ composition Fanfare, with brass and percussion creating a 
thunderous waterfall of sound. 

 
 

Sutton Coldfield News 
Soaring in anniversary style 
By Steve Watson 
 
Renowned for his genre-hopping output which has included collaborating on the 
first series of The Goodies and producing jazz flavoured with rock, 20th century 
classical and township music, Zimbabwean Gibbs started in relatively 
conventional big band mode. 
 
Celebrating his 70th birthday but looking 10 years younger, the composer-
conductor led his ace 16-piece UK-US band through a ripping take on You Get 

The Picture, the brass section soaring exhilaratingly to exploit the wonderful 
acoustics of the tucked-away hall. 
 
Thelonius Monk’s Round Midnight and Cole Porter’s So In Love followed, as the 
likes of trumpeter Gerard Presencer and saxophonist Chris Hunter warmed up 
with some selling statements. 
 
As is his wont, US guitarist Bill Frisell – the finest manipulator of the electricity of 
his chosen instrument since Hendrix – started in somewhat reserved mode, 
showing little of his unique blend of country and post-bop. 
 
But he really got going in the second half, exploring all kinds of tonal and textural 
possibilities in a longish, effects-pedal laden solo feature, in a quietly anarchic 
way. 

 
A genial, talkative host, Gibbs was evidently enjoying the work of his players, 
who sounded supremely well rehearsed after four other British dates, and who 
got more space after the break as the big band punch gave way to more small-
group oriented settings on the likes of Gibbs’ own As A Matter oOf Fact and Be 
That As It May. 
 
Drummer Adam Nussbaum propelled the band with an effortless swing that 
ranged from subtle to explosive, Steve Swallow provided extra punch with his 
electric bass, and pianist Hans Koller found some pleasingly original ways to tell a 
musical story. Veteran trumpeter Henry Lowther, looking more like Humphry 
Lyttleton’s stunt double with every passing year, proved what a Britjazz treasure 
with some authoritative, gritty solos that somehow couldn’t have come from any 
other nation. 

 
Fellow Englishman Julian Siegel stood out, both in a suitably spiky bass clarinet 
solo on Eric Dolphy’s GW and in a dreamy mode on Sweet Rain, his contribution 
sparkling like a summer shower. 


